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Chapter 12

From the Absent God to the Absent Text
Agnon and the Writing of Catastrophe

Yaniv Hagbi

1	 Introduction: Agnon and the Dilemma of Writing1

When the TV series Holocaust (1978) was aired it gained huge popularity. Half 
of the population of the United States watched it and it received great critical 
acclaim, which also materialised in numerous prizes. However, “even before 
the broadcast, the program sparked considerable controversy”.2 One of its most 
vehement critics was Elie Wiesel. Wiesel denounced the series not only for 
its manipulation of history, inaccurate facts and overall bad taste, but for the 
very act of trying to represent the Holocaust: “Auschwitz cannot be explained 
nor can it be visualised. Whether culmination or aberration of history, the 
Holocaust transcends history. Everything about it inspires fear and leads to 
despair: The dead are in possession of a secret that we, the living, are neither 
worthy of nor capable of recovering.”3 The emotional, the moral and the philo-
sophical reasonings appear here together as hindering any representation. The 
Holocaust was not only an event beyond representation, it was a watershed 
changing the rules of the game. As Adorno’s famous dictum (taken somewhat 
out of context) states: “[T]o write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric”.4

It seems that Shmuel Yosef Agnon (Tchatchkes) (1888–1970)  – the only 
Nobel Prize laureate for Hebrew Literature (1966) – thought the same as Wiesel. 
Agnon left Europe on time, escaping thus the grim fate of European Jewry in 
general and of his hometown in particular. The Jewish population in his town, 
Buczacz (now Buchach, Ukraine), was reduced to almost nothing at the end 

1	 This contribution is based on the paper “The God of Horrors: Memory and Horror in 
Agnon’s Works,” delivered at the conference of Jewish and Christian Perspectives in Utrecht 
(10–13/05/2022). It also incorporates a rethinking of some ideas published earlier in: Hagbi, 
“Primary and Secondary Holocaust;” Hagbi, “Textual Transmission.”

2	 Diamond, “Holocaust Film’s Impact on Americans,” 1.
3	 Wiesel, “Trivializing the Holocaust.”
4	 Though this statement is taken out of context, its popularity in this form testifies to the senti-

ment; see more on this in: Hofmann, “Poetry after Auschwitz.”
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of the Second World War.5 Agnon (like many creative survivors of calamities) 
could not however escape that ethico-aesthetic dilemma. This apparently 
is one of the main reasons he rarely directly addressed the Holocaust in his 
literature.6

2	 The Unmoved Mover Dethroned

Agnon notably mentions the Holocaust in his Nobel acceptance speech. He 
tells us that his father’s house was burnt down in the First World War and in it 
“a roomful of writings”. These were not simple writings that vanished, for, he 
continues:

The young artisans, tailors, and shoemakers, who used to sing my songs at 
their work, were killed in the First World War and of those who were not 
killed in the war, some were buried alive with their sisters in the pits they 
dug for themselves by order of the enemy, and most were burned in the 
crematories of Auschwitz with their sisters, who had adorned our town 
with their beauty and sung my songs with their sweet voices. The fate of 
the singers who, like my songs, went up in flames was also the fate of the 
books which I later wrote.7

During the most public moment of his life, when all the world was listening to 
the words he carefully chose, Agnon deliberately made a connection between 
disaster and writing. The annihilation the Second World War brought upon his 
town overshadowed the destruction of the First World War which he so metic-
ulously described in his novel A Guest for a Night.8 Though his notes on the 
Holocaust are very expressive, he connects it directly with the First World War. 
As we shall develop this notion below, in Agnon’s eyes the Holocaust is a link in 
a chain of catastrophic events as old as Jewish history. Another theme is woven 
here, namely, the connection between physical destruction, linguistic destruc-
tion in general and, in particular, the destruction of Agnon’s own writings.

5	 Bartov, “Buczacz,” 763.
6	 Many of Agnon’s critics addressed this issue. For a typology of the various attitudes towards 

the understanding of the Holocaust in his work see Hagbi, “Primary and Secondary Holo-
caust,” 451–454.

7	 Agnon, “Acceptance,” 616.
8	 Agnon, A Guest for a Night.
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One may say that the absence of Agnon’s God is based on the absence of 
divine supervision regarding the dark history that repeatedly befell the Jewish 
people. An overview of God’s presence in the Jewish Bible shows that His grad-
ual disappearance started long before the destruction of the Second Temple. 
At the beginning He plays the one and only main role in the first chapters of 
Genesis. Then other characters join Him. He communicates with humanity 
through selected figures (such as Adam, Abraham and Moses). Later on, God is 
not a direct speaker, not part of a dramatic dialogue, but communicates only 
through His prophets, and, eventually, not anymore. The destruction of the 
temple in Jerusalem is the destruction of the last direct communication chan-
nel to God. The Jewish God became the absent God of Rabbinical Judaism. 
There is no longer worship through priests and offerings, but rather through 
sages and learning. The access to that God is no longer spatio-temporal but 
temporo-discursive.

Aristotle, the pagan Greek philosopher, was favoured, especially in the 
Middle Ages, by thinkers from all three monotheistic religions because of his 
conception of the cause of all causes, the unmoved mover, i.e. God. The law of 
cause and effect is one of the foundations of Western thought. Maimonides, 
owing to Aristotle’s concept, describes the chain of causes in his Guide for the 
Perplexed and lets it end with God: “It is clear that everything produced must 
have an immediate cause which produced it; that cause again a cause, and so 
on, till the First Cause, viz., the will and decree of God is reached.”9

On multiple occasions Agnon explicitly names that Aristotelian concept, 
the ‘cause of all causes’, usually God, relating to it as a stated fact.10 Some-
times, however, he is not an obedient disciple (neither of Aristotle nor of Mai-
monides) and he poetically at least explores that idea. In a later work, “Le-achar 
Ha-seuda” (“After the Feast”), he challenges the law of cause and effect – the 
law that establishes God’s existence, the cause of all causes  – precisely by 
acknowledging God’s existence:

because the deeds are stringed one in another and there is no cause that 
stands without another cause after it, until the end where the causes 
annihilate themselves and disappear within themselves because of the 
last cause which is the First Cause.11

9		  Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed, 249.
10		  In one place he says that “any cause has an effect” (Agnon, Me-‘Atzmi el ‘Atzmi, 11). In 

others he repeatedly calls God “the cause of causes” (Agnon, Me-‘Atzmi el ‘Atzmi, 78–9, 
81, 217).

11		  Agnon, “Hadom Ve-kise,” 269 (if no English translation is given, all translations are mine).
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Agnon claims that, logically, Maimonides and Aristotle’s theo-logics annihi-
lates itself. If the Creator, the first cause, is the last cause as well, the law of 
chronological cause and effect disappears within itself, turning into a mysti-
cal silence of absolute, monolithic knowledge. In A Guest for a Night, Agnon 
explicitly names both philosophers. He reaffirms that notion and doubts it at 
the same time:

Maimonides, of blessed memory, said in the Guide to the Perplexed: “‘The 
end [tachlit] is the reality.’ There, however, he refers to the reality of the 
Creator and not to ordinary reality. So the question stands as before: What 
is the end of his reality in which we live? […] as Maimonides, of blessed 
memory, said in that passage when he was discussing reality: ‘Know that 
there is no way to postulate an end [tachlit] for the whole of reality, not in 
our opinion … or according to the opinion of Aristotle.’”12

Agnon carefully chose the word “tachlit” (end, goal, purpose). God is the 
beginning (cause) and end of all things. ‘Bilti Ba‘al Tachlit’  – with no end, 
unlimited  – is an expression often attached to God’s attributes by classical 
Jewish philosophers (such as Ralbag and Saadia Gaon). God, the cause of all 
causes, the reason of all reasons, can be understood as the tachlit of all tachliot. 
When the ultimate reason disappears, the whole world becomes out of bal-
ance. Agnon continues to ponder that word:

As I have grown older, this word has grown with me. When I was a child 
and played with my friends, I heard people asking: And what is the end 
[tachlit] of it all? I began to write poems and people asked, mocking: After 
all, what is the end of it? When I went up to the Land of Israel, they said: 
Is this really an end for a young man to follow? And I need not say that 
all the time I lived there, people used to complain they saw no end in it. 
Thus most of my years have passed and still I have not achieved any end.13

The world lacks reason (purpose, tachlit). The arbitrary events are devoid of 
logic. There is no linearity based on cause and effect, right and wrong, crime 
and punishment. In another rare direct reference to the Holocaust Agnon 
writes: “[W]hat is the point14 of killing one third of the Jewish nation by a 
detestable thing […] but if I with my poor wisdom cannot understand, does it 

12		  Agnon, A Guest for a Night, 296–297.
13		  Agnon, A Guest for a Night, 296 [emphases are mine].
14		  The italics are mine.
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make me a fool?”15 The principle of cause and effect is one of the cornerstones 
of our Western metaphysics. Challenging it is the challenging of reason and 
vice versa. We can formulate a series of questions based on ‘what is the point’: 
to what end, what is the reason one third of the Jewish people were annihi-
lated in a world supposedly under God’s supervision? The narrator complains 
because he expects that the world will be guided by some kind of order, reason, 
logos, by a God who is a guarantor of logic, via the law of cause and effect, 
and by extension also of morality and ethics. There is order in that imaginary 
monotheistic world, in which men are rewarded for good deeds and punished 
for their sins. Perceiving history as a linear continuum has not only philosophi-
cal consequences but moral ones as well. There is an expectation associated 
with the linear logic of cause and effect: an expectation not only of progress 
forwards, but backwards as well, towards the cause of all causes. The Second 
World War extinguished any sense of ordering logos, not only for Agnon’s nar-
rator, and not only for the Jewish people, but for the world as a whole. There is 
no longer any reason; no tachlit.

3	 The Absent Text

Nietzsche, maybe the most articulate critic of the principle of cause and effect, 
writes that it “was Socrates who discovered the antithetical magic, that of 
cause and effect, of ground and consequence”. We “modern men,” he contin-
ues, “are so accustomed to [the principle of cause and effect] and brought up 
in the necessity of logic that it lies on our palate as the normal taste.”16 As said 
above, the principle of cause and effect is part and parcel of a linear under-
standing of time. Subverting it means having another perception of time as 
well. In Nietzsche’s case we may connect this to another famous concept of 
his, the ‘eternal recurrence’: “… What, if some day or night a demon were to 
steal after you into your loneliest loneliness and say to you: ‘This life as you 
now live it and have lived it, you will have to live once more and innumerable 
times more’.”17

Nietzsche’s philosophy and biography are mentioned in numerous cases by 
Agnon. This theme has been elaborately developed elsewhere,18 and we will 
limit ourselves to the connection with the notion of the ‘lost text’ in Agnon’s 

15		  Agnon, “Hadom Ve-kise,” 96.
16		  Nietzsche, Daybreak, 218 (fragment 544).
17		  Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 273.
18		  For more on this see: Hagbi, “Nietzschean and Heideggerian Notions.”
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work. If one can no longer have trust in the chain of causes and effects, begin-
ning and ending with God, then neither can one have trust in the very exis-
tence of a first text (the Torah for instance), the source of all other texts. One is 
doomed to wander an endless loop of textual traces, which only point towards 
an original text that once was but no longer exists.

In the anthology Book, Writer and Story (Sefer, Sofer Ve-Sipur), a collection 
of texts about language and books, Agnon tells us the story of R. Nachman of 
Breslov’s Burnt Book. R. Nachman believed that a series of hardships and set-
backs in his life was caused by a book manuscript he wrote. Like Kafka, long 
after him, he asks his students to burn both copies he has, thereby dubbing the 
book ‘The Burnt Book’. His most famous disciple, R. Nathan, wrote afterwards:

When I was writing for our Rebbe the holy book which was burned under 
his command, our Rebbe said to me, “If only you had known what you 
are writing etc.” I answered him with self-denial “Of course I don’t know 
at all”. He answered me “You don’t know how much you don’t know”.19

In the same vein we are told that R. Nachman had yet another absent text, 
known as ‘The Hidden Book’. It seems that it had a higher spiritual author-
ity. R. Nathan writes that R. Nachman said about this book “that it is secret of 
secrets […] and [R. Nachman] said that only the Messiah will be able to com-
ment on this book.”20

The theme of the absent (burnt) book is inherent to Agnon’s poetical 
worldview.21 It is the result of a preconceived theological worldview, of national 
historical catastrophes (some of which have been mentioned already), and 
even personal predicaments he faced throughout his lifetime. In 1924, during 
his long stay in Germany, Agnon’s house in Bad Homburg was burnt down. One 
of his neighbours deliberately set the building on fire as part of an insurance 
scam. Agnon lost many texts in that fire: a collection of rare books, his manu-
scripts and, most important of all, a completed novel titled Bitzror Hachaym 
(In Eternal Life).22 A few years afterwards, during the riots of 1929 in Jerusalem, 
Agnon’s house was destroyed again. Agnon never forgot the ruined house and 
more importantly his burnt book. He mentioned it almost obsessively in his 
belletristic work and outside of it.23

19		  Agnon, Sefer, Sofer ve-Sippur, 428.
20		  Agnon, Sefer, Sofer ve-Sippur, 428.
21		  For several other examples of the lost text in Agnon’s work see Hagbi, “Primary and 

Secondary Holocaust.”
22		  Laor, Chayey Agnon, 161.
23		  For example: Agnon, A Guest for a Night, 206–208; Agnon, A Book that Was Lost, 7–8, 

139–140, 213–214, 271.
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The Agnonian narrator is often searching for a book he will never find. In the 
story “The Oration” we hear about R. Asher Zelig from Zalozitz, a relative of the 
narrator. R. Asher inherited thirteen unpublished books from his father. Nine 
of the thirteen books were consumed in a big fire (again). R. Asher decides to 
invest all his money in printing the four remaining books.24 One can compare 
the narrator’s attempt in the story, together with the short story itself, to the 
Agnonian project as a whole: all three are various aspects of the same desper-
ate attempt to remember and to preserve what will never be whole again.

As the title implies, the absent text is central to the short story “A Book 
which was Lost.” The narrator, visiting his hometown, discovers a manuscript 
written by one R. Shmariah from Buchach. He sends it to the National Library 
in Jerusalem. On his return to Jerusalem the librarians are unable to find it for 
him.25 In the short story “As the Effort so is the Reward” we see yet another lost 
text, a poem, which is found at the end of the story. However, a close reading of 
the story shows us how Agnon’s irony is always at work and it is not the happy 
end one expects it to be.

4	 Agnon’s “As the Effort so Is the Reward”: the Author as Lamenter of 
Jewish Catastrophes

The short story “As the Effort so is the Reward” connects two other dramatic 
events in Agnon’s great chain of Jewish calamities: the Binding of Isaac (indeed 
as a historical event) and the pogroms linked to the Crusades. It opens the 
book The Fire and the Wood, published in 1962, the last book Agnon published 
in his lifetime.26 Already the title of the book refers to the biblical story of 
the Binding of Isaac. Let us look at the verse in the translation and context of 
Midrash Tanchuma:

And Isaac spoke unto Abraham, his father, and said: “My father.” And he 
replied: “Here am I, my son.” Then Isaac asked: “Behold the fire and the 
wood; but where is the lamb for a burnt-offering?” (Genesis 22:7)

Immediately, an overpowering fear and violent trembling seized Isaac, for when 
he saw nothing to be sacrificed, he realised what was about to transpire. Yet he 
asked once again: “Where is the lamb for the burnt-offering?” And Abraham 

24		  Agnon, Elu Ve-elu, 213–215.
25		  Agnon, A Book that Was Lost, 28–135.
26		  The story “The Sign” is one of the only places in which Agnon explicitly mentions the 

Holocaust in his work, see: Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 283–312.
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responded: “Since you ask, the Holy One, blessed be He, has selected you.” “If 
he has chosen me,” Isaac replied, “I shall willingly surrender my soul to Him, 
but I am gravely concerned about my mother.” Nevertheless, they went both of 
them together (ibid., v. 8), of one mind: convinced that one was to slaughter and 
the other to be slaughtered. Isaac was thirty-seven years old at the time of his 
binding (Veyera 23).27

The title of the book testifies to Isaac’s resignation, his acceptance of his 
sacrifice. He symbolises the sacrifice of the Jewish people as a whole, however 
with one distinction. Agnon’s readers, the readers of the book, know which one 
this is: no ram will be waiting in the bushes to replace anyone.

Agnon notably added a postscript, “An Apology”, at the end of the book. 
What he says there about one of the stories (“The Book of the End [tachlit] of 
Deeds”) is very interesting. The Jewish community in Galicia, he tells us, was in 
a relatively peaceful state under the rule of the Habsburgs: “Until that ninth of 
Av 1914, when the Great War started which launched the calamity that is hover-
ing on all generations and in all lands, until He who has mercy on his world will 
have mercy and He will tell our sufferings enough!”28 It is in the First World 
War that he places the beginning of his non-linear history. We can explain this 
by understanding it as a juncture in which Agnon’s personal history for the 
first time meets the Jewish history of repeated disasters, a history with neither 
temporal nor spatial borders, “hovering on all generations and in all lands.”

Furthermore, he explicitly makes connections between his literature and 
reality, between ethics and aesthetics if you will, and apologises for not telling 
all of the stories of the people he mentions in the book. However, he continues: 
“I said to myself that if all their events are not here, the mentioning of their 
souls is here for sure. And it is important to give them a name and a remnant in 
Hebrew letters and in the Holy Language.”29 We see here that Agnon is deliber-
ately using his stories (not only in that book) as a literary tombstone, a monu-
ment, for a violently destroyed world. The Holocaust, we might add, is still not 
explicitly named here.

27		  www.sefaria.org/Midrash_Tanchuma%2C_Vayera.23.3?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en (last 
consulted 23-04-2023).

28		  Agnon, A Book that Was Lost, 337. The First World War started on July 28th 1914 on the 5th 
of Av. On the 9th of Av the temple was destroyed, and according to tradition the Messiah 
will be born. Agnon, who was born on August 8th, 1887 (18th of Av) claimed he was born 
on 8-8-1888, the 9th of Av. The fact that even the chosen two dates do not correspond 
accentuates the mythical position he chose for himself.

29		  Agnon, A Book that Was Lost, 337.

http://www.sefaria.org/Midrash_Tanchuma%2C_Vayera.23.3?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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The story “As the Effort so is the Reward” is situated in the Europe of the 
Middle Ages.30 It tells us of Rivi Tzidkyah, an author of religious poetry. Like 
Agnon, he is a Jewish writer living in the aftermath of a national catastro-
phe. Agnon of the Holocaust and Rivi Tzidkyah of the “Rhineland Massacres” 
(1096).31 Rivi Tzidkyah is one “of those beloved by God” Agnon tells us, “poets 
of his righteousness such as Mar Rivi Tzidkyah and his colleagues.”32 We shall 
later see how Agnon portrays himself – in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech – 
as a Levite singing the glory of God. We can safely say that he considered him-
self to be one of the ‘colleagues’ of Rivi Tzidkyah.33 Moreover, writing for Rivi 
Tzidkyah is not only an aesthetic act but a religious, ethical one. He prays and 
meditates before writing and also applies a technique of carefully examining 
“every word to see if it has its origin in the Torah or the words of sages.”34

Ethics and aesthetics are connected again when we see that Rivi Tzidkyah 
sets aside a copper coin for every poem he writes. He then would give the money 
to the first pauper knocking on his door. The spiritual quality of the beggar, the 
receiver of the alms, would determine the spiritual and aesthetic quality of the 
poem.35 His poems have a spiritual role in this time of ‘post-traumatic’ events, 

30		  Laor, Chayey Agnon, 380.
31		  The Binding of Isaac is often referred to in the literature and theology of the Holocaust, 

see for example: Garber, “The ‘Aḳedah.”
32		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 7.
33		  Agnon’s (often) similar treatment of his ‘artists’ characters’ creates an ideal figure he 

himself was part of. See for example “The Tale of the Scribe” and “Agunot”, the first story 
Agnon published, from which he also took his own name (both appear in Agnon, A Book 
that Was Lost, 167–183 and 35–47 respectively). Here he says about Rivi Tzidkyah (about 
himself) that he is one of “the holy poets” whom “God chose to sing his might,” and there-
fore his “quill pen was overflowing with alphabetical acrostics and holy and magnificent 
rhymes”. Ethics, i.e. being chosen by God, influences aesthetics, i.e. the formalised creativ-
ity (Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 7).

34		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 8; and further, he is looking for language “as it was written in 
the Torah and as it was related in the Midrash”, Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 9. Another 
example of the importance of words (and language, Hebrew) for Agnon is to be found 
in the autobiographical text “The Sense of Smell”. This very short story is an almost petty 
settling of scores with a critic who accused Agnon of using a non-existent Hebrew word. 
Agnon elaborately tells us he chose a certain use of a word after checking its origins in 
classical texts. “The Sense of Smell” in Agnon, A Book that Was Lost, 139–146. For the roots 
of Agnon’s religious materialistic approach to language (Hebrew) see: Hagbi, “Textual 
Transmission.”

35		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 6–7. Agnon, as it were under the name of Rabbi Nachman of 
Breslev, imparts a similar idea connecting alms and the use of language: by “giving alms 
for its own sake you’ll receive Torah for its own sake.”
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“for in these generations was the hand of Edom36 on the neck of Israel and he 
decreed that they will not learn the Torah.”37 As we shall see, this sentence is a 
foreshadowing of what is soon to happen in the story.

One of the poems Rivi Tzidkyah writes aims at understanding why it is that 
“every day we are murdered, and every day we are slaughtered, and every day 
we are being bound […] and we accept everything with love.”38 ‘Being bound’ 
brings us directly to the Binding of Isaac, and indeed Rivi Tzidkyah (or Agnon) 
makes the allusion deliberately. He thinks the poem is so good that he sets 
aside a gold coin (instead of the usual copper) and wants to recite it on Yom 
Kippur, the holiest day of all. Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, is also the 
same day Isaac was bound for sacrifice according to tradition.39

Unfortunately, the pauper who came to his door that day had no intellectual 
or spiritual qualities. He is described as a Job who failed the test. His “sufferings 
are crying out from his body”40 and he coarsely shouts and complains about 
the world. The poet’s soothing words – “God will help you”41 – only aggra-
vate him. His anger verges on blasphemy: “God is rich, and I am poor, God has 
everything, and I have nothing.”42 The pauper is not only angry, he is also very 
suspicious. No one gives a gold coin as alms; it must be part of a plot against 
him, to accuse him of theft.43

What should Rivi Tzidkyah do? He is sure his poem is excellent, ethically and 
aesthetically, but according to his own system, the beggar receiving the alms 
determines its true quality. Doubts begin to creep into his mind. Can I “who 
cannot appease the mind of one poor man of Israel, become an envoy of Israel? 
[…] And even worse, I am turning a sacrifice made for God [the Binding] into 
a poem.”44 Agnon explicitly formulates here his own dilemma, which we 
depicted above, to which this very story is an answer, and another example of 
the unique way in which the Holocaust was represented in his work.

Rivi Tzidkyah decides. The poem, his ‘Binding’ (‘Aqedah), as Agnon calls it, 
is to be burnt. Like R. Nachman’s book, by the will of the author. Nevertheless, 

36		  In Jewish literature Edom was a symbol of the Roman Empire and later a general name for 
Christian nations when mentioned in the context of antisemitism and oppression.

37		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 5–6.
38		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 9.
39		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 9–10.
40		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 11.
41		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 11.
42		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 11.
43		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 11.
44		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 12.
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an inner struggle ensues. Only God can decide what a righteous work is.45 
His growing fears that he may have destroyed the poem for no reason para-
lyse him and he quits writing altogether. The poet, unlike his famous prede-
cessor, Abraham, is himself enduring the sacrifice. He is binding his poem, 
“The Binding”. The connection to the biblical binding is also to be found in 
the name of the poet. After the sacrifice of the poem his name changes. The 
poet’s soul, we are told, “added [the letter] vav of the Name of Four [the name 
of God] to the two letters already in his name.”46 Tzidkyah becomes Tzidkyahu. 
In the Bible, the names of Abraham and Sarah (Genesis 17:5; 17:15) are also 
changed, also with letters of the Tetragrammaton, God’s four-lettered name. 
Abram becomes Abraham (the original binder), Saray becomes Sarah, and 
now Tzidkyah becomes Tzidkyahu: another foreshadowing of what is going to 
happen with the poem.

Though he pursues quiet aesthetic activity, i.e. writing poetry, Tzidkyahu 
continues with his ethics. He gives alms for their own sake and therefore “why 
does he need to make poems?”47 Here, we jump ahead in time and meet the 
poet when he is old and sick. On Yom Kippur, he is brought to the synagogue in 
a very bad mental shape. His torments grow when he hears the cantor singing 
his old poems, because he remembers his burnt poem, his own burnt book, 
his “Binding”.48 All of a sudden he starts to pray, singing the classical litur-
gical poem “Strengthen and Sustain My Heart from Weakness and Fright”. 
This poem, Agnon is quick to note, was written many years after Tzidkyahu’s 
lifetime.49 How can we explain this? Agnon is quick to answer: All the work 
of “our holy poets” is eternal, beyond the linearity of human time.50 In each 
generation there are those who are chosen to communicate them, the words 
of “their Father in Heaven,” to their people.51 Agnon, like Tzidkyahu, is one 
of these chosen few. The eternity of (religious) poetry is also the eternity of 
catastrophic events.

The Binding of Isaac – together with some stories from the Midrash accom-
panying it – is not only a source for Rivi Tzidkyahu’s poem but for Agnon’s story 

45		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 13.
46		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 18–19.
47		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 13.
48		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 14.
49		  Though Agnon’s depiction of events fits the historical events of the “Rhineland Massa-

cres,” the poem he mentions was written, according to tradition, also at the end of the 
11th century, not some generations after as he stated; see: Arbel, “ha-Ḥazanit ha-‘Atsuvah 
Miryam Dvorah.”

50		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 14.
51		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 14.
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as well, i.e. the text we are reading here, “As the Effort so is the Reward,” in the 
synagogue, on Yom Kippur. As always on Yom Kippur the biblical story is read 
to remind God of Abraham’s faith so God will forgive the sins of Abraham’s 
descendants. Hearing it, Rivi Tzidkyahu begins to weep together with the 
angels for poor Isaac.52 His tear, Agnon tells us, is brought before God and, 
all of a sudden, he can stand on his own two feet and lead the congregation in 
prayer as he used to. Moreover, his burnt poem comes back to him: “And even 
though he had burned his Binding [his poem] it came back again and soared 
out from his throat”.53

After the Yom Kippur miracle, the singing of the burnt poem, Rivi Tzidkyahu 
wishes “to put in writing the words which were put in his mouth like the 
ashes of Isaac which are placed on the altar”.54 Isaac was never sacrificed, so 
how come his ashes are on the altar?55 One of the answers was offered by 
the famous rabbi of Prague, Rabbi Judah Loew ben Bezalel (1512–1609). The 
remembering of Isaac’s righteousness – his willingness to sacrifice himself – is 
the ashes on the altar. His ashes were on the altar even before Abraham ever 
raised his hand to his son.56

Agnon, as we also saw above, like the righteous Rivi Tzidkyahu, still does not 
understand. How can you comfort the survivors? How can you remember the 
victims? In the title of the story, “As the Effort so is the Reward”, we can find 
Agnon’s notorious irony, together with one of the keys to understanding this 
work. The title is a translation into Hebrew of a famous saying in Aramaic57 
ensuring us that there is order in the world. No crime will go unpunished, 
and every good deed will be rewarded. This ethical logic of cause and effect is 
related to the perception of linear time, like in Aristotle’s great chain, leading 
to God, the cause of all causes. However, after the Holocaust that linear logic 
collapses. For Agnon, as we saw, it is the First World War, which forces him into 
the vicious cyclic history of catastrophes. If we recall his Nobel speech, he is 
doomed to see how the catastrophes repeat themselves, and his only way to 
describe them is not through a direct description of the horrors but through a 

52		  Agnon refers here to the Midrash of Bereshit Rabbah 55:7–8.
53		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 16–18.
54		  Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 18 (see as well Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 9).
55		  It is one of the classic questions in Jewish literature, which is already found in the Talmud 

(b. Zvahim 62).
56		  Gur Aryeh ‘al ha-Torah, Leviticus 26:42.
57		  The narrator tells us: “I haven’t changed a thing [of the story] and haven’t added a thing, 

besides giving a name to the book. And, out of love for the Holy Language, I’ve named it in 
the Holy Language, which is the holiest of all languages, to praise the names of our God.” 
(Agnon, Ha-’Esh veha-‘Etzim, 18).
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literary account of their repetition. This work is more than just one of Agnon’s 
“Ars-Poetica” stories. It is a story about the art of remembering a national catas-
trophe as an ethical act.

5	 Conclusion: the Absent God of Agnon and Levinas

If the Jewish God absented Himself from history, humanity is left only with the 
trace that His presence has left behind, namely, the text, the Torah. It seems 
that Emmanuel Levinas addresses exactly this issue in his famous short text 
“To Love the Torah more than God”. Though Levinas, like Agnon, had the luck 
to escape the destruction that awaited his family members and hometown, 
he identifies himself here as a Holocaust survivor.58 He retells a conversation 
(‘monologue’ is a better term in this case) that the protagonist Yossel had with 
God during the last days of the Warsaw Ghetto. In our Judeo-Christian Western 
understanding of the world, based on the logico-ethical principle of cause and 
effect, we wonder about that God, a God who allows the innocents to suffer:

What can this suffering of the innocents mean? Is it not proof of a world 
without God, where only man measures Good and Evil? The simplest 
and most common answer would be atheism. This is also the sanest reac-
tion for all those for whom previously a fairly primary sort of God had 
dished out prizes, inflicted punishment or pardoned sins – a God who, 
in His goodness, treated men like children. But with what lesser demon 
or strange magician have you therefore filled your heaven, you who claim 
that it is empty? And why, under an empty sky, do you continue to hope 
for a good and sensible world?59

‘No!’ says Yossel, and Levinas is happy to agree. God in not fully present, 
embodied, guaranteeing the metaphysics of cause and effect. Levinas’ God 
rather “hides His face and abandons the just man to a justice that has no sense 
of triumph, this distant God, comes from within,”60 not from a transcendent 
outside. The relationship between man and God is not an emotional but an 
intellectual one, based on the text and its learning: “which takes place through 

58		  Levinas, Difficult Freedom, 142.
59		  Levinas, Difficult Freedom, 143.
60		  Levinas, Difficult Freedom, 143.
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an education in the Torah. It is precisely a word, not incarnate, from God that 
ensures a living God among us.”61

Agnon starts from the same point, the absent God, but confronts it differ-
ently. His literary answer is much more pessimistic. Going back to Agnon’s 
Nobel speech, we remember that he told us about the Jewish citizens of his 
hometown, killed in the First World War and in the Second World War, who 
were ‘singing his songs’. He sees himself – as we saw above in relation to Rivi 
Tzidkyah – as a messenger, an envoy, representing with his words the Jewish 
people, before God and men.

A few sentences further in the speech we can see how the notion of the 
repetition of calamities in Jewish history, the lost text and his self-assumed 
role appear together. As “a result of the historic catastrophe”, the destruction 
of the Second Temple, he “was born in one of the cities of the Exile”. He had a 
vision, that as a descendant of the tribe of Levi, he was standing with the other 
Levites “in the Holy Temple, singing with them the songs of David, King of 
Israel, melodies such as no ear has heard since the day our city was destroyed 
and its people went into exile.” He does not stop here; his role is a transcenden-
tal one, connecting the realms of man and God. He suspects “that the angels in 
charge of the Shrine of Music” made him forget the songs he sang in his dream, 
“for if my brethren, the sons of my people, were to hear, they would be unable 
to bear their grief over the happiness they have lost.”62

As strange as it may sound, Levinas – the Holocaust survivor, analysing an 
account of a conversation someone had with God in the final hours of his life – 
is optimistic. God is absent but His text is very present. Only those who have 
childish expectations will complain about God’s absence. God is not the God 
of cause and effect, of crime and punishment, the parent-God who rewards 
good deeds. That kind of God justifies their passivity. However, through active 
learning, reinventing the text, by learning and continuous textual and intellec-
tual negotiations, they can participate in creation, they can feel the presence 
of that God. God is lost but the text is found, or, in other words, the traces of the 
absent God are in the continuous re-finding of the text, the Torah. Agnon, on 
the other hand, as we saw, tries to retrieve only the traces of God, the text itself. 
All he is left with are traces of texts pointing to the one lost text, not to the lost 
God. Levinas gave up on the direct presence of God; Agnon gave up even on 
the direct presence of the text.

61		  Levinas, Difficult Freedom, 144.
62		  Agnon, “Acceptance,” 616.
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